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E X T E N D I N G  T H E  S T U D Y  O F  L E A R N I N G  
E N V I R O N M E N T S :  C O N N E C T I N G  T H E  
F I E L D  T O  O T H E R  L I T E R A T U R E S
Bob L Jo h n so n  Jr
The s tu d y  o f  learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  in educational organisations has 
a short b u t im pressive history. A  review  o f  th is literature reveals th a t  
considerable progress has been m ade in  the investiga tion  o f  th is  
phenom enon. Y e t in  sp ite  o f  these advances, m o m en tu m  in the fie ld  
has d im in ished  in  recent years. A  m ild  group  th in k  has emerged. 
This sta te  o f  affairs presents the research c o m m u n ity  w ith  a collective 
p uzzle . W h a t to do n ex t?  H o w  m ig h t the f ie ld  be reinvigorated? The  
purpose o f  th is  paper is to offer one possible s tra teg y  fo r  redirecting  
and re-energising learn ing  enviro n m en ts  research. I t  is argued th a t  
the tim e has come to aggressively  lin k  the s tu d y  o f  learning  
en v iro n m en ts  w ith  other bodies o f  related y e t independen t research. 
U sin g  the school-classroom learn ing  en v iro n m en t relationship as the  
fo cu s o f  d iscussion, the au thor dem onstra tes how  the organisational 
theory literature can assist in the explication o f  th is underexplored  
relationship. In  do ing  th is, tw o  related y e t independen t lines o f  
in q u iry  — organisational theory and learn ing  env iro n m en ts  — are 
b rough t together.
R aising ch ild ren  is a challenging task . T o b e  effective one m u st 
h a v e  th e  ab ility  to  recognise, encourage a n d  n u rtu re  the  
cogn itive , p h y sica l a n d  em o tio n a l d ev e lo p m e n t th a t  ty p ifies  the  
m ove from  in fan cy  to  ado lescence . W hile ch ild ren  v a ry  in  the  
ra te  of p ro g ressio n , th e re  a re  in d ica to rs  w h ich  a llo w  one to  
gauge th is  d ev e lo p m en t. O p e ra tio n a lis e d  in  te rm s of 
b eh av io u rs , ab ilitie s  a n d  a ttitu d e s , th ese  in d ica to rs  a re  ro o te d  
in  com m on  p a re n ta l  experiences. T hey  a llo w  u s  to  m ake
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c o m p ara tiv e  ju d g e m e n ts  re g a rd in g  th e  m a tu rity  of a g iven child . 
F or exam ple , b e fo re  ch ild re n  le a rn  to  w a lk , th e y  ty p ica lly  craw l 
a n d  th e n  s ta n d  w ith  a ss is tan ce . C h ild ren  w a lk in g  o n  th e ir  ow n  
a re  c o n s id e red  m ore p h y s ica lly  m a tu re  th a n  ch ild ren  w h o  
m erely  craw l. B efore ch ild ren  le a m  to  sp e a k  in  coheren t 
sen tences, th ey  m ak e  v ario u s  un intellig ib le n o ises  a n d  
com m unicate  u s in g  single w o rd s . C h ild ren  sp eak in g  in  coheren t 
sen ten ces  a re  co n s id e red  m o re  v e rb a lly  d e v e lo p e d  th a n  ch ild ren  
w h o  can  o n ly  say  'M u m m y '. T he ex istence of th ese  a n d  o ther 
crite ria  a llo w  u s  to  a sse ss  th e  d ev e lo p m e n ta l p ro g ress  of 
ch ildren .
B uild ing o n  th e  logic of th is  com m on  experience , the  
d ev e lo p m e n t a n d  th eo re tic a l m a tu rity  of a fie ld  of s tu d y  can  
likew ise  b e  a sse sse d  u sing  a v a r ie ty  of c rite ria  (D u m o n t & 
W ilso n  1963, Johnson  in  p ress) . T h ese  can  b e  s ta te d  a s  
q u es tio n s . F irst, is th e re  a d e fin ite  p h en o m en o n  of in te re s t?  
W h a t is it th a t  c o n s titu te s  th e  p r im a ry  focus of in q u iry ?  H a s  it 
b een  d e f in e d  a n d  d e sc rib ed  w ith  a re aso n ab le  level of c la rity ?  
S econd, h a s  a d e f in in g  set of co n cep ts  em erged  to  d esc rib e  th is  
p h e n o m en o n ?  W h a t is th e  q u a lity  of th e se  co n cep ts?  A re  th ese  
co n cep ts  em p irica lly  g ro u n d e d  a n d  a d e q u a te ly  d e f in e d ?  T h ird , 
h a v e  o p e ra tio n a l m easu res  b een  d ev e lo p e d  to  a ssess  the  
p re sen ce  o r ab sen ce  of th e se  defin ing  co n cep ts?  W h a t level of 
v a lid ity  ex ists  b e tw e en  co n cep ts  a n d  o p e ra tio n s?  F ourth , h av e  
ex p lan a to ry  schem es re la tin g  th e se  co n cep ts  b een  d e v e lo p e d  to  
d esc ribe , p re d ic t a n d  ex p la in  th e  p h en o m en o n  of in te re s t?  
H a v e  th eo rie s  b een  d e v e lo p e d  to  ex p la in  th e  p h en o m en o n ?  
H o w  exp lic it a re  th ese  th eo rie s?  H a v e  th e y  b een  fo rm ally  
a r tic u la te d ?  T o w h a t  ex ten t h a v e  th ey  b een  sy s tem a tica lly  
te s te d  in  a v a r ie ty  of se ttin g s a n d  re fin ed ?  F ifth , h o w  
ex ten siv e ly  h a s  th is  line of in q u iry  b een  re la ted  to  o th er 
lite ra tu re s  a n d  p h e n o m e n a  of s tu d y ?  H a v e  a tte m p ts  b ee n  m a d e  
to  in teg ra te  a n d  co n tex tu a lise  th e  fie ld  w ith  o th e r re la te d  a n d  
larger lines of in q u iry ?  W hile d iffe ren ces  ex ist am ong 
re search ers  as  to  th e  p rio r ity  given to  them , crite ria  su ch  a s  
th ese  p ro v id e  a leg itim ate  m ean s  of asse ss in g  th e  th eo re tica l 
m a tu rity  of a fie ld  of s tu d y . T hese  a re  su m m arised  a n d  
c a p tu re d  v isu a lly  as F ig u re  1.
1 8 4
Ex tend ing  the Study  of Le a r n in g  En v ir o n m en ts!
_______ ^ ______ Process of explication  ____________ ^ _______
less m ature fie ld  more m ature fie ld
Figure 1: The maturity of a field of study
U sin g  th ese  c rite ria , ju d g m e n ts  can  b e  m a d e  a b o u t th e  m a tu rity  
a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t of th a t  b o d y  of re search  k n o w n  as th e  s tu d y
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of learn ing  en v iro n m en ts . A s a line of inqu iry , th e  s tu d y  of 
learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  (SLE) h a s  a n  im p ress iv e  h is to ry . Its 
th eo re tica l, c o n c ep tu a l a n d  o p e ra tio n a l ro o ts  can  b e  tra c e d  to  
th e  w o rk  of L ew in  (1935, 1936), M u rray  (1938), M oos (1979), 
T rick e tt a n d  M oos, (1973), W alberg  (1979), F rase r (1986), 
F raser, A n d e rso n , a n d  W a lb e rg  (1982), F rase r (1994) a n d  E lle tt 
a n d  W a lb e rg  (1979). T he la s t th ree  d e c a d e s  h a v e  w itn e s se d  a n  
ex p lo s io n  of re search  in  th is  a rea . C o n s id e rab le  p ro g ress  h a s  
b ee n  m a d e  in  th e  co n cep tu a lisa tio n , in v es tig a tio n  a n d  
m easu rem en t of p sy ch o so c ia l d im en sio n s of learning 
en v iro n m e n ts  in  v a rio u s  settings. O n e  in d ic a to r  of th is  p ro g ress  
is th e  c rea tio n  a n d  g ro w th  of th e  SLE sp ec ia l in te re s t g roup  
w ith in  th e  A m erican  E d u ca tio n a l R esearch  A sso c ia tio n  
(A ERA ). T h is g ro u p  re p re sen ts  one of th e  m ore  ac tiv e  a n d  
in te rn a tio n a l spec ia l in te re s t g ro u p s  in  AERA.
Y et in  sp ite  of th ese  ad v a n ces , th e  m o m en tu m  of SLE 
re sea rc h  a p p e a rs  to  h a v e  d im in ish ed  in  recen t y ea rs . T here is a 
sen se  th a t th e  fie ld  is n e e d  of a n  in fu sio n  of n ew  id eas , energy 
a n d  d irec tio n . A  m ild  g ro u p  th in k  a n d  co n c ep tu a l s ta len e ss  
h a v e  em erged . In  n o tin g  th is, it  sh o u ld  n o t b e  im p lied  th e  field  
h a s  re ach ed  a n  im p asse . R ath er it is as  if th e  v e in s  th a t  h av e  
b ee n  m in ed  a re  n e a r  d e p le tio n  a n d  th a t  new er, u n k n o w n  veins 
of th e  la rg e r m o th e r lo d e  n e e d  to  b e  fo u n d . T h is sea rch  p re se n ts  
a co llective p u z z le  to  th o se  w o rk in g  th e  field . W h a t to  d o  n ex t?  
W h ere  to  tu rn ?  H o w  m ig h t th e  fie ld  b e  re in v ig o ra ted ?
PURPOSE AND LIMITATIONS OF PAPER
In  th e  co n tex t of th ese  issues, th e  p u rp o s e  of th is  p a p e r  is offer 
one  p o ss ib le  s tra teg y  fo r re -d irec ting  a n d  re-energising research  
in  th e  SLE field . It w ill b e  a rg u e d  th a t  th e  tim e h a s  com e to  
aggressively  link  or b rid g e  SLE w ith  o th e r b o d ie s  of re la te d  y e t 
in d e p e n d e n t research . Ju st as  s trea m s  a n d  rivers fu n c tio n  to  
re fresh  a n  o th e rw ise  s ta g n a n t lake, so th e  in -flo w  of co n cep ts  
a n d  fram ew o rk s  from  h ith e rto  in d e p e n d e n t b o d ie s  of research  
can  en rich  a n d  in fo rm  th e  s tu d y  of lea rn in g  en v iro n m en ts . U sing 
th e  sch o o l-c la ssro o m  learn ing  en v iro n m en t re la tio n sh ip  as the  
focus of d iscu ss io n  (an  im p o r ta n t  b u t  u n d e r-ex p lo re d  
re la tio n sh ip  in  th e  SLE lite ra tu re ), th e  a u th o r  w ill d e m o n s tra te  
h o w  in co rp o ra tin g  th e  lite ra tu re  o n  th e  o rg an isa tio n a l sociology 
of sch o o ls  can  a ss is t in  th e  ex p lica tio n  of th is  re la tio n sh ip . In
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d o in g  th is, tw o  re la te d  y e t in d e p e n d e n t lines o f in q u iry  —  
o rg an isa tio n a l th e o ry  a n d  learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  —  a re  b ro u g h t 
together.
T he an a ly s is  w h ich  fo llo w s is n o t w ith o u t its  lim ita tio n s. 
F o rem o st a re  th e  b ia se s  a n d  cognitive lim ita tio n s  o f th e  au th o r. 
T he re a d e r  sh o u ld  n o te  th a t  th e  a u th o r  h a s  a n  ac tiv e  in te re s t in 
th e  s tu d y  o f schoo ls as fo rm al o rg an isa tio n s  a n d  sees it a s  a n  
im p o rta n t a rea  ig n o red  b y  m an y  in  th e  e d u c a tio n  field . G iven 
th a t  th e  teach ing-learn ing  ac t occu rs in  a n  o rg an isa tio n a l 
con tex t, th is  ov ersig h t is so m e w h a t su rp risin g . T he a u th o r 's  
lo n g  a n d  in co n sis ten t h is to ry  w ith  th e  SLE research  com m unity  
s h o u ld  a lso  b e  n o ted . M y  in te re s t a n d  engagem ent in  o th e r lines 
of in q u iry  h a v e  re su lte d  in  a com ing-and-go ing  w ith  th e  SLE 
field . T his p e rsp e c tiv e  h a s  b o th  a p o s itiv e  a n d  n eg a tiv e  effect 
o n  th e  an a ly s is  w h ich  fo llow s. F rom  a n eg a tiv e  s ta n d p o in t, the  
lack  of co n sis ten t e n g a g em en t w ith  SLE sch o la rs  m a y  m e a n  th a t  
th e  fin er n u an c es  o f th e  d e b a te s / is s u e s  facing  th e  fie ld  are  
o v erlo o k ed . F rom  a p o s itiv e  s ta n d p o in t, th is  lack  of 
en g a g em en t m ean s  th a t th e  a u th o r  can  b rin g  fresh  —  th o u g h  n o t 
a lto g e th e r u n fa m ilia r  —  eyes to  th e  field .
T he in ten tio n  here  is a m o d e s t one. A s a n  exercise in  pub lic  
th inking , it is h o p e d  th a t  th e  s tra teg y  p re se n te d  w ill p ro v o k e  
th o u g h t regard ing  th e  u se  o f o th e r th eo re tic a l /  co n cep tu a l 
s tra teg ie s  fo r re-energising a n  o th e rw ise  rich  fie ld  of s tu d y . 
B efore m oving  to  a n  e x a m in a tio n  th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  
re la tio n sh ip , a b rie f  su m m a ry  of th e  a u th o r 's  a sse ssm e n t of the  
m a tu r ity  of th e  SLE fie ld  is o ffered . T h is w ill b e  d o n e  b y  
re tu rn in g  to  th e  criteria  o u tlin e d  above . T h e  in te n t is to  p ro v id e  
a 'f re sh -e y es ' a sse ssm e n t of th e  f ie ld 's  th eo re tic a l a n d  
c o n c ep tu a l m a tu r ity  a n d  a co n tex t fo r th e  id e a s  w h ic h  fo llow .
ASSESSING THE MATURITY OF THE SLE FIELD
T w o p rin c ip le s  p ro v id e  a fram ew o rk  from  w h ich  ju d g m en ts  
regard ing  th e  m a tu r ity  of th e  SLE fie ld  can  b e  m ad e . T hese 
s ta n d  b e h in d  th e  c rite ria  o u tlin e d  above . B o th  a re  ro o te d  in  the  
logic o f social science research . T he firs t p rin c ip le  re s ts  o n  the  
n e e d  to  m o v e from  inc ip ien t, im p lic it d e sc rip tio n s  of 
p h en o m en a  to  m ore exp licit, sy stem atic , fo rm a lised  
d esc rip tio n s . T h is m ean s  exp lica ting  the im p lic it (D u m o n t & 
W ilso n  1963). T he im p lic it-ex p lic it re la tio n  m a y  be
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c o n c ep tu a lised  as a con tinuum . F ie lds of s tu d y  m a tu re  a s  
re search ers  ex p lica te  a n d  fo rm ally  a r tic u la te  th e  field . (This 
m o v em en t is d e p ic te d  a t th e  b o tto m  of Figure 1). T he seco n d  
p rin c ip le  focuses o n  th e  specific  logic a n d  p ro c e d u re s  u s e d  in  
th is  ex p lica tio n  p ro cess , th a t  is, th e  n e e d
•  to  id e n tify  w ith  c larity  th e  focus of s tu d y
•
u s in g  em pirica lly  g ro u n d e d  concepts
v a lid ity
th e  ca refu l o p e ra tio n a lisa tio n  o f co n cep ts
•
th eo ries  accord ing ly .
(see D e w ey  1933, Ian n acco n e  1975, L eC o m p te  & P re iss le  1993, 
R eyno lds 1971, S trau ss  & C o rb in  1990, W eick  1989, W illow er 
1963, Z e tte rb e rg  1963).
A g a in s t th is  b a c k d ro p , sev e ra l o b se rv a tio n s  o n  th e  m a tu rity  
level of th e  SLE fie ld  can  b e  m ad e . F irst, th e  SLE lite ra tu re  
a p p e a rs  to  focus o n  a n  id en tifiab le  a n d  re le v an t p h en o m en o n  
o f s tu d y . T hough  SLE research ers  v a ry  in  th e ir specific  
in te re sts , th e re  is a n  im p lic it co n sen su s  as to  th e  in tegra ting  
focus of th e  field . W h e th e r ex am in ed  as a d e p e n d e n t  or 
in d e p e n d e n t v ariab le , learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  w ith in  e d u c a tio n  
o rg an isa tio n s  a re  th a t  defin ing  focus. S econd , w h ile  nu m ero u s 
o p e ra tio n a l d e fin itio n s  can  b e  fo u n d  (F isher & F rase r 1983, 
F raser, A n d e rso n  & W alberg  1982, Freiberg 1999, M oos & 
T rick e tt 1987, R en tou l & F rase r 1979) th e re  a re  few , if any , 
exp lic it co n c ep tu a l d e f in itio n s  o f schoo l o r c lassro o m  learning 
en v iro n m en t. T his is p u zz lin g , p a r tic u la rly  in  lig h t of th e  q u a lity  
of w o rk  in  th e  field.
T o b e  su re , th e  co n c ep tu a l in fluences of M oos (1974, 1979)
—  h u m a n  en v iro n m en ts  —  a n d  M u rray  (1938) —  n e e d s -p re s s  
th eo ry  —  are  ev id en t. Yet a n  im p lic it ra th e r  th a n  a n  exp lic it 
w ork ing  d e fin itio n  of learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  is a s su m e d . To get 
a t th is, one m u s t re co n s tru c t d e fin itio n s  from  existing  
o p e ra tio n a l m easu res . E xam ining  th ese , one sees th a t  learning 
en v iro n m en t is d e fin e d  in  te rm s o f ecology, m ilieu, a ffec t, 
p e rcep tio n s , s tru c tu re  a n d  cu ltu re .
T he ab sen ce  of a n  exp lic it co n c ep tu a l d e fin itio n  o f learning 
en v iro n m en ts  le a d s  to  a th ird  d e v e lo p m e n ta l issue: a ssessin g
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th e  v a lid ity  b e tw e en  th e  co n c ep tu a l a n d  o p e ra tio n a l 
defin itio n s. In th e  ab sen ce  of an  exp lic it co n c ep tu a l d efin itio n  
o f learn ing  en v iro n m en ts , a t te m p ts  to  a ssess  th e  critica l 
v a lid ity - lin k  b e tw e en  co n cep t a n d  o p e ra tio n  a re  p ro b lem atic . 
A gain , given th e  o p e ra tio n a l richness fo u n d  in  th e  field , th is  is 
cau se  fo r concern . T hese  co n d itio n s  h ighlight th e  n ee d  fo r SLE 
research ers  to  1) m ove to w a rd  th e  a r tic u la tio n  of a re fined  
c o n c ep tu a l d e fin itio n  of schoo l a n d  c la ssro o m  learning 
en v iro n m en ts ; a n d  2) seek  tig h te r  links b e tw e e n  co n c ep tu a l a n d  
o p e ra tio n a l d e fin itio n s . T he fie ld 's  ab ility  to  a d d re s s  the  
seco n d  n e e d  re s ts  o n  its  effec tiv en ess in  a d d re ss in g  th e  form er 
need .
A  fo u r th  in d ic a to r of m a tu r ity  is fo u n d  in  th e  ex ten t to  
w h ich  th e  defin ing  co n cep ts  in  th e  SLE fie ld  h a v e  been  
sy s tem a tica lly  re la te d  to  o th e r co n cep ts . T he id en tif ic a tio n  a n d  
ex p lo ra tio n  of th e se  re la tio n sh ip s  a re  critica l to  research  
p ro g ress. O u r collective u n d e rs ta n d in g  of learn ing  env ironm en ts 
e x p a n d s  as th e se  re la tio n sh ip s  a re  e s tab lish ed . SLE researchers 
h a v e  re la te d  learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  to  a v a r ie ty  of school-, 
c lassro o m - a n d  p erso n a l-lev e l v a riab le s  (F rase r & W alberg  
1991). U sing  learn ing  env iro n m en t d im en sio n s  as d e p e n d e n t 
v a riab les , p re d ic to r  v a ria b le s  su ch  as th e  fo llow ing  h a v e  been  
ex am in ed : spec ific  cu rricu lum  ty p es , (for ex am p le , H a rv a rd  
P ro ject P hysics, a F ijian  social science curriculum ); specific  
in s tru c tio n a l in te rv en tio n s  (for ex am p le , s tre ss -red u c tio n  
p ro g ra m  fo r s tu d en ts ) , schoo l-leve l v a r iab le s  (fo r ex am p le , ty p e  
of school, schoo l size), c lassroom -level v a ria b le s  (for ex am p le , 
c lass s ize) a n d  te a c h e r-re la ted  v a ria b le s  (for ex am p le , gender), 
in s tru c tio n a l te ch n iq u e s  a n d  s tu d e n t  v a ria b le s  (F raser, 1986).
L ikew ise, th e  p re d ic tiv e  effec ts of learn ing  env ironm en ts 
h a v e  b een  e x p lo re d  w ith  th e  fo llow ing d e p e n d e n t  v a riab les: 
c lassro o m  ro b u s tn e ss  a n d  a w id e  v a r ie ty  of s tu d e n t-re la te d  
v a ria b le s  (fo r ex am p le , ach ievem en t, learn ing  skills, a t t i tu d e s , 
d isp o s itio n s , p o p u la r ity ) . C rea tin g  a v isu a l m o d el o f the  
re la tio n sh ip s  sh a re d  b e tw e en  th e  learn ing  env iro n m en t of the  
c lassro o m  a n d  th ese  v a ria b le s  (th a t is c rea tin g  w h a t a m o u n ts  to  
a n  an a ly tic a l as  o p p o s e d  to  a s ta tis tic a l m e ta -an a ly s is )  reveals  
once ag a in  th e  richness of th e  field . A s w ith  o th e r a reas  o f 
s tu d y , th e  full ex p lica tio n  of th e se  re la tio n sh ip s  re p re se n ts  an  
ongoing  need.
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T his n e e d  fo r ex p lica tio n  le a d s  to  a fifth  in d ic a to r o f 
m a tu rity : th e  ex te n t to  w h ich  a given line of in q u iry  h a s  been  
lin k ed  to  re la te d  y e t in d e p e n d e n t lite ra tu re s . Is th e  fie ld  a 
c o n c ep tu a l is la n d  o r h a s  it b ee n  ju x ta p o s e d  a n d  co n tex tu a lised  
w ith in  o th e r lite ra tu re s?  It w o u ld  a p p e a r  th a t  a s tifling  in w ard - 
focus h a s  em erg ed  w ith in  th e  lea rn in g  en v iro n m en ts  com m unity . 
T here  is a n e e d  fo r g rea te r c ro ss-p o lle n isa tio n  w ith  o th e r lines 
of in q u iry . T he in tro d u c tio n  of co n stru c tiv is t fram ew o rk s  to  the  
s tu d y  o f learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  (F rase r & T o b in  1989, T ay lo r, 
F rase r & F isher 1997, v o n  G lase rsfe ld  1988, 1981) p ro v id e s  a 
u sefu l ex a m p le  of h o w  o th e r li te ra tu re s  can  re inv igo ra te  the 
fie ld . W hile m a n y  re search ers  q u es tio n  th e  v a lid ity  o f 
co n cep tu a lis in g  learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  a s  p u re  id io sy n c ra tic  
co n stru c tio n s , th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f th is  l i te ra tu re  h a s  p ro v o k e d  
h e a lth y  d iscu ss io n s  a m o n g  SLE scho lars . M ore of th is  lite ra tu re  
b rid g in g  is n eed ed .
R e tu rn in g  to  th e  field  a f te r  a n  e x te n d e d  h ia tu s , th e  a u th o r  is 
c o n fo u n d e d  b y  th e  fact th a t  s tro n g e r  co n n ec tio n s  h a v e  n o t been  
m a d e  b e tw e en  th e  lea rn in g  en v iro n m e n ts  a n d  schoo l lead e rsh ip , 
schoo l im p ro v em en t a n d  o rg a n isa tio n a l th eo ry  lite ra tu re s . If 
e d u c a tio n a l o rg a n isa tio n s  a re  a b o u t teach ing  a n d  learn ing , a n d  
if c lassro o m  a n d  schoo l level learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  p ro v id e  the  
co n tex t fo r th ese  core o rg an isa tio n a l ta sk s , th en  w h y  a re  the  
b rid g es  b e tw e en  th ese  lite ra tu re s  w e a k  o r n o n -e x is ten t?  
Im porting  fram ew o rk s  a n d  co n cep ts  from  o th er av e n u es  o f 
inqu iry  re p re se n ts  a n  effective s tra te g y  for rean im atin g  a n d  
e x p a n d in g  th e  h o riz o n s  of a field .
BRIDGING THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS AND  
ORGANISATIONAL THEORY LITERATURES
O rganisational theory
A  u sefu l ex a m p le  o f h o w  re la te d  y e t in d e p e n d e n t fie ld s o f 
inqu iry  can  in fo rm  th e  s tu d y  o f learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  is fo u n d  
in  th e  o rg a n isa tio n a l lite ra tu re  o n  schoo ls. A s a su b fie ld  o f 
sociology, o rg an isa tio n a l th eo ry  is co n cern ed  w ith  the  
sy s tem a tic  s tu d y  of fo rm a l o rg a n isa tio n s  (H all 2002, M intzberg  
1979, M o rg an  1986, P feffer & S alan cik  1978, S co tt 2000). A  
rev iew  o f th is  li te ra tu re  rev ea ls  th a t  a ll o rg a n isa tio n s  sh a re  a 
com m on  se t of generic fea tu res: a defin ing  core task , s tru c tu re ,
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cu ltu re , d iv is io n  of lab o u r a n d  a sen se  of p u rp o s e  (how ever 
vague). L ikew ise, a ll ex h ib it in te rn a l conflict, w re s tle  w ith  
change, in te ra c t w ith  th e  env iro n m en t, a n d  struggle w ith  
a t te m p ts  to  m ax im ise  e ffec tiv en ess a n d  efficiency. T hese  a n d  
o th e r fe a tu res  d efin e  th e  essence of fo rm a l o rg an isa tio n s .
T h is lite ra tu re  a lso  rev ea ls  d iffe rences am o n g  o rg an isa tio n s  
o n  a n u m b er of d im en sio n s. C h ief am ong  th ese  a re  d iffe rences 
in  fu n c tio n  a n d  ty p e  (P a rso n s  1960). F or exam ple , 
o rg an isa tio n s  can  b e  d is tin g u ish ed  o n  th e  b a s is  of th e  defin ing 
object of w o rk . Is th e  object of w o rk  h u m a n  o r n o n -h u m an , 
a n im a te  o r  in an im a te?  W o rk  a t  a T o y o ta  p la n t  focuses o n  the  
tra n s fo rm a tio n  of raw , in an im a te  m a te r ia ls  in to  au to m o b iles . 
T his co n tra s ts  sh a rp ly  w ith  th a t o rg a n isa tio n  k n o w n  as O a k  
R idge H igh  School. H ere  th e  tra n s fo rm a tio n  of s tu d e n ts  is the  
focus of w o rk . O rg a n isa tio n s  w h o se  effo rts  a re  d ire c te d  a t  
tran sfo rm in g  p e o p le  a re  d e f in e d  as hum an-service organisations  
(H a sen fe ld  1983, S co tt 2000). Social serv ice agencies, h o s p ita ls  
a n d  e d u c a tio n a l o rg an isa tio n s  a re  d is tin c t from  o th er ty p e s  of 
o rg an isa tio n s  in  th a t th ey  p e rfo rm  a h u m an -se rv ice  function . 
T hey  ex is t to  change p eo p le . A s a specific  k in d  of h u m an - 
serv ice o rg an isa tio n , ed u c a tio n a l o rg an isa tio n s  a re  s im ila r to , 
b u t  d is tin c t from , o th e r  ty p es  of o rg an isa tio n s . T hough  fa r from  
ex h au stiv e , th e  lite ra tu re  o n  schoo l o rg an isa tio n s  is s u b s ta n tia l 
(B idw ell 1965, L o rtie  1975, W eick  1976, W illow er 1982, 1986). 
C o n cep ts  su ch  as loose coup ling  (W eick), th e  cellular structure  o f  
schools (B idw ell), teacher a u to n o m y  (L ortie), teaching as an ill- 
defined task  (C ohen, M arch  & O lsen  1972, Jo h n so n  1997, R o w an  
1990) a n d  pub lic  vu ln era b ility  (Jo h n so n  & F au sk e  2000, W illow er 
1985) a re  a m o n g  its  m o re  n o ta b le  co n trib u tio n s .
LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS AND ORGANISATIONAL THEORY
G iven  th a t c lassro o m s a re  su b -u n its  w ith in  th e  la rger school, it 
log ically  fo llow s th a t d iscu ss io n s  of th e  in d iv id u a l c lassro o m  be 
fra m e d  w ith in  a n  o rg a n isa tio n a l contex t. T hough  th e  a m o u n t of 
SLE re search  in  th is  a rea  is grow ing, on ly  a sm all n u m b er of 
s tu d ie s  h a v e  in v es tig a ted  th e  lin k  b e tw e en  schoo l- a n d  
c lassroom -level learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  (C reem ers & R eezigt 
1999, D o rm a n , F rase r & M cR obbie 1997, F isher, F rase r & 
W ubbels 1993, F isher, G ra d y  & F rase r 1995, F rase r & R entoul 
1982). T h is  is d u e  in  p a r t  to  th e  ten d en c y  w ith in  th e  SLE
1 9 1
Jo h n s o n
com m u n ity  to  d efin e  th ese  en v iro n m en ts  as d is tin c t co n s tru c ts  
(F rase r 1994), a d is tin c tio n  s u p p o r te d  b y  SLE research . 
S ta tis tica l ev idence  suggests th a t  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  
schoo l a n d  c lassro o m  learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  is a t  b e s t w e a k  
a n d  in d irec t, if n o t in sig n ifican t (D o rm an , F rase r & M cRobbie 
1997).
T he cu m u la tiv e  effect o f th is  ev idence  h a s  b een  to  red irec t 
re search  in  th e  field . R a th e r th a n  ex p lica tin g  th e  schoo l- 
c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip  fu rth e r, SLE research ers  h a v e  been  
c o n ten t to  m in e  w h a t w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  b e  o th e r, m o re  p rom ising  
learn ing  env iro n m en t v e in s. T his re sp o n se  is b o th  reac tiv e  a n d  
p re m a tu re . A  rev iew  o f re search  focusing  o n  th e  school- 
c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip  rev ea ls  th a t  SLE sch o la rs  h av e , for all 
in te n ts  a n d  p u rp o se s , p ro v id e d  little  c la rity  o n  th is  im p o rta n t 
re la tio n sh ip . P e rh a p s  th is  re ticence is in d ica tiv e  o f the  
p ro p e n s ity  w ith in  th e  re sea rch  com m unity  to  p u rsu e  
s ta tis tic a lly  s ig n ifican t as  o p p o s e d  to  n o n  o r less s ign ifican t 
re la tio n sh ip s .
T hree a d d it io n a l re a so n s  m ay  e x p la in  th is  s ta te  o f a ffa irs . 
F irst, th e  SLE com m u n ity  h a s  a t te m p te d  to  m ak e  sen se  o f th is  
re la tio n sh ip  u sin g  co n cep ts  a n d  fram ew o rk s  in d ig en o u s to  the  
lea rn in g  en v iro n m e n ts  lite ra tu re . It m ay  b e  th a t th e  an a ly tic  a n d  
o p e ra tio n a l too ls  th a t  h a v e  com e to  d efin e  th e  fie ld  lack  the  
requisite com p lexity  n e e d e d  to  accu ra te ly  gauge a n d  e x p la in  th is  
re la tio n sh ip  (W eick 1978). T hese  too ls  m ay  in  fac t be 
in a d e q u a te  fo r u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  
re la tio n sh ip . H o w  can  one m easu re  som eth ing  for w h ich  n o  or 
in a d e q u a te  m easu res  ex ist?  H o w  can  one m easu re  som eth ing  
w h ic h  is n o t re co g n ised  as a variab le?
S econd , as  if to  excuse fu rth e r e x p lo ra tio n  of th is  
re la tio n sh ip , som e h av e  e s tab lish ed  a rtific ia l b o u n d a rie s  
b e tw e en  lines of in q u iry  b y  n o tin g  th a t  larger schoo l concerns 
fall o u ts id e  of th e  learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  d o m ain . School-level 
en v iro n m en ts  fall w ith in  th e  p u rv iew  o f th e  schoo l le a d e rsh ip  
lite ra tu re  a n d  th e re fo re  it is p lau s ib le  th a t it h a s  a d is tin c t a n d  
in d e p e n d e n t lite ra tu re . B u t th is  le a d e rsh ip  lite ra tu re  seem s to  
b e  o n ly  o f sec o n d a ry  co n ce rn  to  th e  SLE com m unity . G iven  th a t  
th e  o rg a n isa tio n  p ro v id e s  th e  co n tex t for th e  in d iv id u a l 
c lassro o m , th is  re sp o n se  is b o th  n a r ro w  a n d  co u n te r­
p ro d u c tiv e .
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T h ird , fo r th o se  h a n d fu l of re search ers  w h o  h a v e  m a d e  u se  
of o rg an isa tio n a l th eo ry  to  ex p lo re  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  
sch o o l a n d  c lassro o m  learn ing  env ironm en ts, th is  lite ra tu re  a n d  
th e  co n c ep ts  a sso c ia te d  w ith  it m ight n o t h a v e  b een  fully  
em b raced . F o r ex am p le , co n cep ts  su ch  a s  teac h e r au to n o m y  
(F isher, G ra d y  & F rase r 1995) a n d  sch o o ls  a s  lo o se ly -co u p led  
sy s tem s (D o rm an , F rase r & M cR obbie 1997, W eick  1976) w h en  
u s e d  in  learn ing  env iro n m en t re search  n e e d  fu r th e r e lab o ra tio n . 
T heir u se  a s  e x p la n a to ry  to o ls  can  becom e d iv o rce d  from  the  
o rg a n isa tio n a l lite ra tu re  in  w h ich  th e y  a re  lo ca ted . M uch 
co n c ep tu a l a n d  co n tex tu a l rich n ess  can  b e  g a in ed  if 
o rg an isa tio n a l th e o ry  is fu lly  in teg ra te d  in to  s tu d ie s  of learning 
env ironm ent.
T hese  a rg u m en ts  beg  th e  larger issue of h o w  to  sq u are ly  
a d d re s s  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  schoo l a n d  c lassro o m  learning 
en v iro n m e n ts . A s n o te d  above , one  p o ss ib le  s tra te g y  is to  m ake 
g rea te r u se  of th e  lite ra tu re  o n  sch o o l o rg an isa tio n s . The 
an a ly s is  w h ich  fo llo w s seeks to  b rid g e  SLE w ith  th is  school 
o rg a n isa tio n a l lite ra tu re . W hile  sev e ra l co n cep ts  from  th is  
lite ra tu re  a re  u se fu l in  ex p lica tin g  th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  
re la tio n sh ip , on ly  th re e  a reas  w ill b e  ex am in ed  here:
•  th e  defin ing  core ta sk s  of th e  sch o o l o rg an isa tio n , ta s k
c larity  a n d  o rg a n isa tio n a l s tru c tu re
•
s tru c tu re .
T hese  co n cep ts  p ro v id e  a m ean s  b y  w h ich  th e  schoo l- 
c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip  can  b e  fu r th e r  ex p lica ted .
D efining core ta sk , ta sk  c la rity  and organisational structure
A  u se fu l p lace  to  b e g in  a n  ex a m in a tio n  of th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  
re la tio n sh ip  is w ith  a d e sc r ip tio n  of th e  defin ing  ta s k  of the  
schoo l o rg a n isa tio n  a n d  th e  req u is ite  o rg an isa tio n a l s tru c tu re  
a sso c ia te d  w ith  it. O rg a n isa tio n s  m ay  b e  d is tin g u ish ed  b y  the  
core task  w h ic h  d efin es them . F or ex am p le , th e  defin ing  ta s k  fo r 
G en era l M o to rs  is au to m o b ile  p ro d u c tio n . T he defin ing  ta s k  fo r 
M cD o n a ld s  is fa s t-fo o d  p re p a ra tio n . T he defin ing  ta s k  of 
schoo l o rg a n isa tio n s  is teach ing-learn ing . In describ ing  the  
defin ing  core ta s k  in  sch o o ls  a s  teaching-learning, th e  a u th o r  is
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fu lly  a w a re  o f th e  d eb a te s  a n d  issu es  th is  d es ig n a tio n  evokes. 
W hile m a n y  ta sk s  can  b e  fo u n d  in  th ese  o rg an isa tio n s  (for 
exam ple , m an ag in g , counselling , coaching, selling), it is th e  core 
ta sk  th a t  d e fin es  each  o rg an isa tio n . Schools a re  d e fin e d  b y  the  
teach in g  a n d  lea rn in g  w h ich  occur in  them . T hese  ta sk s  give the  
sch o o l its  id en tity .
O rg a n isa tio n s  v a ry  in  th e  level o f c la rity  w h ich  su rro u n d s  
th is  defin ing  task . T he level o f ta sk  c la rity  su rro u n d in g  the  
p re p a ra tio n  of fast fo o d  a t M cD o n a ld s  —  th e  degree to  w hich  
in p u ts  a re  ce rta in  a n d  th e  ex ten t to  w h ich  th e  m ean s  o f 
tran sfo rm in g  th ese  in p u ts  in to  o u tp u ts  a re  k n o w n  a n d  
p re d ic tab le  —  is m u ch  h igher th a n  th e  ta sk  c la rity  w hich  
su rro u n d s  teach ing -learn ing  (P erro w  1967, R o w an  1990). A t 
M cD o n a ld s  th e re  is —  m ore o r less —  one b e s t m e th o d  for 
m ak in g  h am b u rg e rs . This m e th o d  h a s  b ee n  s ta n d a rd is e d  ac ro ss  
fran ch ises. B y co n tra s t, th e re  is n o  o n e-b est m e th o d  of teaching. 
A n  in s tru c tio n a l a p p ro a c h  w h ich  w o rk s  w ith  one s tu d e n t m ay  
n o t w o rk  w ith  an o th e r . W h a t w o rk e d  w ith  la s t y e a r 's  c lass o f 
A lgeb ra  I s tu d e n ts  m a y  n o t w o rk  w ith  th is  y e a r 's  class. The 
ta sk  c la rity  o f teach ing -learn ing  is m u ch  lo w er th a n  th a t  
a sso c ia te d  w ith  fa s t-fo o d  p re p a ra tio n .
T he im p o rtan ce  of th e  ta sk -c la rity  v a riab le  is fo u n d  in  the  
re la tio n sh ip  it sh a res  w ith  o rg an isa tio n a l s tru c tu re . If s tru c tu re  
is d e f in e d  in  te rm s of th e  cen tra lisa tio n , c o o rd in a tio n  a n d  
co n tro l m ech an ism s fo u n d  in  o rg an isa tio n s  (H a ll 2002 , 
M in tzberg  1979, S co tt 2000), th e n  ta sk  c la rity  a n d  s tru c tu re  
sh a re  a p o s itiv e  re la tio n sh ip . T ask s th a t  a re  low er in  c la rity  
len d  th em se lv es  to  looser, m ore  organic (B u m s & S ta lk er 1961) 
a n d  d e c en tra lised  o rg a n isa tio n a l s tru c tu re s . T ask s w hich  
exh ib it h igher levels of c la rity  len d  th em se lv es  to  tigh ter, 
m echan istic , m o re  cen tra lised  s tru c tu re s .
R etu rn ing  to  th e  ex am p le  above , th e  ta sk  c la rity  a s so c ia te d  
w ith  fa s t-fo o d  p re p a ra tio n  is high. T here a re  few , if an y  
u n k n o w n s . B y co n tra s t, th e  ta s k  c la rity  a s so c ia te d  w ith  
teach ing -learn ing  is low er b ec au se  m ore u n ce rta in tie s  a re  
p re se n t (for ex am p le , v a ry in g  ab ilitie s  of s tu d e n ts  a n d  teachers, 
vary in g  a ttitu d in a l, em o tio n a l a n d  d isp o s itio n a l s ta te s  ac ro ss  
s tu d e n ts , p r io r  s tu d e n t experiences). A s a re su lt, one w o u ld  
ex p ect to  f in d  co n tra s tin g  s tru c tu ra l co n fig u ra tio n s  in  these  
o rg an isa tio n s . W h erea s  a m ore  cen tra lised , b u re au c ra tic  
s tru c tu re  is fo u n d  a t M cD o n a ld s , a m ore  d ec en tra lised
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o rg an isa tio n a l s tru c tu re  is ty p ica lly  fo u n d  in  schoo ls. The 
d e c en tra lised  s tru c tu re  w h ich  ty p ifie s  schoo l o rg an isa tio n s  
p ro v id e s  teach e rs  w ith  th e  au to n o m y  a n d  flex ib ility  n e e d e d  to  
a d a p t  a n d  a d ju s t to  th e  u n ce rta in tie s  of teach ing . The 
s tru c tu ra l re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e en  c lassro o m s a n d  th e  larger 
schoo l h a s  b ee n  d esc rib ed  as lo o se ly -co u p led  (B idw ell 1965, 
M eyer & R o w an  1977, 1978, W eick  1976). T his lo o sen ess  
re p re se n ts  a s tru c tu ra l re sp o n se  to  th e  am bigu ities  of the  
teach in g -lea rn in g  task .
U n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  ta sk  c la r ity -o rg an isa tio n a l s tru c tu re  
re la tio n sh ip  as e la b o ra te d  in  th e  o rg a n isa tio n a l th eo ry  lite ra tu re  
is critica l to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  sch o o l-c la ssro o m  learning 
en v iro n m en t re la tio n sh ip . T he u n ce rta in tie s  of teach ing  call fo r 
a d e c en tra lised  s tru c tu re  w h ich  a llo w s fo r teac h e r flexibility  
a n d  au to n o m y . Yet to  w h a t specific  e n d  is th is  au to n o m y  
n e e d e d ?  School o rg a n isa tio n  lite ra tu re  id en tifies  tw o  
fu n d a m e n ta l ch a llen g es th a t  th e  te ac h e r m u s t ad d re ss .
The dual challenges o f  the classroom  teacher
W alle r (1932) w a s  am ong  th e  firs t to  fo rm a lly  a r tic u la te  the  
fu n d a m e n ta l challenges o f teach ing . O th e rs  h a v e  since 
e la b o ra te d  o n  th e se  id e a s  (Jackson  1990, 1986). W h ereas  the  
firs t challenge focuses o n  th e  c rea tio n  a n d  m a in ten an ce  of an  
o rd e rly  learn ing  env iro n m en t, th e  seco n d  challenge is a b o u t 
m o tiv a tin g  s tu d e n ts  to  learn . B oth  challenges a re  m u tu a lly  
reinforcing. E ach  co n trib u tes  to  th e  q u a lity  of learning 
en v iro n m en ts  fo u n d  in  c lassro o m s. B o th  a lso  h ighlight a 
d efin in g  ten s io n  in  schools.
A s w ith  o th e r h u m a n  serv ice o rg an isa tio n s , th e  re la tio n sh ip  
b e tw e e n  th e  o rg a n isa tio n  a n d  its  c lien ts  is of u tm o s t im p o rtan ce  
in  schoo ls (H asen fe ld  1983). For learn ing  to  occur, th e  teach e r 
m u s t c rea te  a n d  m a in ta in  a n  o rd e rly  c lassro o m  env ironm ent. 
T he c rea tio n  of th is  en v iro n m e n t relies h eav ily  o n  th e  q u a lity  o f 
s tu d e n t- te a c h e r  re la tio n sh ip s . T his re la tio n sh ip  is co m p lica ted  
b y  tw o  facto rs: 1) a tte n d a n c e  fo r s tu d e n ts  a t sch o o ls is 
m a n d a to ry ; a n d  2) th e  m a tu rity  level of s tu d e n ts  is su ch  th a t  
th e  ed u c a tio n a l goals, d e m a n d s  a n d  v a lu e s  p erso n if ie d  in  the  
sch o o l's  re p re se n ta tiv e s  (th a t is, a d m in is tra to rs  a n d  teach ers) 
a re  o ften  incongruen t w ith  s tu d e n t in te re s ts  a n d  m o tiv a tio n s . 
S im p ly  s ta te d , s tu d e n ts  a re  captive clients w ith  im m a tu re
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tendencies (C arlso n  1964, M uir 1986). M an y  s tu d e n ts  a t te n d  
schoo l ag a in s t th e ir  w ill a n d  as a re su lt re s is t e ffo rts  to  so licit 
co o p e ra tio n . T hese  fac to rs  m ak e  th e  c rea tio n  of o rd erly  
c lassro o m  en v iro n m e n ts  p ro b lem a tic  fo r teachers. To co u n te rac t 
them , teac h e rs  m u s t coax, n eg o tia te  a n d  o ccasio n ally  re so rt to  
v a r io u s  's tro n g  a rm ' tac tic s  w ith  s tu d e n ts . W h e th e r a n  a p p e a l  
to  th e  a u th o r ity -s ta tu s  of th e  teach in g  ro le  o r to  the  
b u re a u c ra tic  ru les o f th e  school, th ese  tac tic s  a re  im p erso n a l 
a n d  p o ten tia lly  a lie n a tin g  fo r s tu d e n ts . If u s e d  b y  th e  te ac h e r in 
excess, p a ss iv e  s tu d e n t  re s is tan ce  can  easily  esca la te  to  overt 
rebellion . H o w ev er, if u s e d  w ith  skill, th ese  tac tics  can  crea te  a n  
env iro n m en t co n d u c iv e  to  learn ing . T he n e e d  to  e s tab lish  
c lassro o m  o rd e r  is a fu n d a m e n ta l challenge w h ich  all teach ers  
m u s t a d d re ss .
T he seco n d  challenge o f teach in g  fo llo w s logically  from  the  
first. T each ers  m u s t a lso  m o tiv a te  s tu d e n ts  to  learn . The 
effec tiv en ess a n d  success o f h u m a n  serv ice o rg an isa tio n s  re s t 
o n  th e  co o p e ra tiv e  p a r tic ip a tio n  o f th e  c lien ts  se rv ed . In  the  
co n tex t o f sch o o l o rg an isa tio n s , effective learn ing  requ ires the  
ac tiv e  p a r tic ip a tio n  a n d  co o p e ra tio n  of s tu d e n ts . T his 
co o p e ra tio n  requ ires th a t  th e  te ac h e r energise a n d  e s tab lish  
a ffec tive  b o n d s  w ith  th e  class. G iven  th a t teach ing  is a n  
in d iv id u a lise d  a n d  in te rac tiv e  ac tiv ity , m o tiv a tin g  s tu d e n ts  to  
le a rn  is a fu n c tio n  of close, w a rm  re la tio n s  b e tw e e n  teac h e r a n d  
s tu d e n t. To m ax im ise  th e  learn ing  experience , teac h e rs  m u st 
co n n ect o r  b o n d  w ith  s tu d e n ts .
T he iro n y  of th ese  d u a l ch a llen g es is n o t fo u n d  in  th e  m u tu a l 
re la tio n sh ip  th e y  sh are . R a th er it is fo u n d  in  p a ra d o x ic a l a n d  
coun tervailing  ten s io n s  th ey  create , te n s io n s  th a t  m u s t be 
sk ilfu lly  b a lan c ed . W h erea s  th e  n e e d  to  e s tab lish  c lassro o m  
o rd e r re s ts  o n  th e  u se  o f im p erso n a l b u re au c ra tic  tac tic s  w ith  
s tu d e n ts , th e  n ee d  to  m o tiv a te  s tu d e n ts  re s ts  o n  th e  affec tive , 
in d iv id u a lis tic  a n d  p e rso n a l a p p e a l o f th e  teach er. R eflec ted  in  
th is  ten s io n  is th e  ju x ta p o s itio n  o f th e  personal a n d  im personal. 
In  d ea lin g  w ith  s tu d e n ts  in d iv id u a lly  a n d  collectively , the  
te ac h e r m u s t b eh a v e  in  p e rso n a l y e t im p erso n a l w a y s . T his 
h igh ligh ts a b a s ic  d ilem m a in  schoo l o rg an isa tio n s , p a r tic u la rly  
a t  th e  c lassro o m  level: th e  n ee d  to  m o tiv a te  s tu d e n ts  to  lea rn  
(th a t is, th e  n ee d  to  so lic it s tu d e n t  co o p e ra tio n ) w h ile  creating  
a n  o rd e rly  en v iro n m e n t in  w h ich  th is  lea rn in g  can  occur ( th a t is,
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th e  n e e d  to  th re a te n  a n d  force co m p lian ce  a s  n e e d e d  w hile 
ru n n in g  th e  risk  of u n d e rm in in g  s tu d e n t m otivation).
T he learn ing  env ironm en t w h ich  ex is ts  in  a g iven c lassro o m  
w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  b e  a fu n c tio n  of th e  te a c h e r 's  ab ility  to  
e ffectively  b a lan ce  th ese  coun tervailing  ten s io n s . T o b e  sure, 
teac h e rs  v a ry  in  th e ir  ab ility  to  a d d re s s  th e se  ch a llen g es  a n d  the  
su b tle  n u an c es  a sso c ia te d  them . A  h o s t of teach e r-v a riab le s  
co n trib u te  to  th is  v a riab ility : th e  k n o w led g e  b a se  a teach er 
b rings to  th e  c lassro o m  (b o th  su b jec t-m a tte r  a n d  ped ag o g ica l 
know ledge), life experiences, ju d g m en t skills, a n d  a rep erto ire  
of teach in g  skills. Id eas  re g a rd in g  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l challenges o f 
teach in g  a n d  th e  ro le  th ey  p lay  in  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t of c lassroom  
lea rn in g  e n v iro n m e n ts  a re  n o t fram ed  b y  SLE research ers  in  th is  
m anner.
Teacher autonom y and organisational structure
T he d e c en tra lised  n a tu re  of th e  schoo l o rg a n isa tio n  m ean s  th a t  
teac h e rs  en joy  a m easu re  of au to n o m y  in  th e  c lassro o m . A s  
n o te d  ab o v e , th is  au to n o m y  is n e e d e d  to  a d d re s s  the  
fu n d a m e n ta l cha llenges of teach ing . It is a defin ing  n o rm  in  the  
teach in g  p ro fe ss io n  (B idw ell 1965, Jack so n  1986, 1990, L ortie 
1977). T each ers  re g a rd  c la ssro o m s as  te rr ito ry  over w h ich  th ey  
exercise co n sid erab le  con tro l. It is a jea lo u s ly  g u a rd e d  d o m ain . 
A d m in is tra tiv e  po lic ies a n d  ch an g es w h ic h  ignore th is  n o rm  are  
d e s tin e d  fo r resistance .
Yet to  say  th a t th e  s tru c tu ra l lin k  b e tw e e n  th e  c lassro o m  a n d  
schoo l is lo o se ly  co u p le d  is  n o t to  say  th a t  it is d e c o u p le d  ( th a t 
is, th a t  n o  lin k  o r a s in g le  s tru c tu ra l lin k  co n n ects  th e  c lassro o m  
to  th e  school). Som e learn ing  env iro n m en t re search ers  h av e  
te n d e d  to  e q u a te  th e  tw o  co n cep ts . C lass ro o m s a re  n o t 
d ec o u p le d  from  th e  la rg e r school, th ey  a re  co u p le d  w ith  it. N o t 
o n ly  a re  th e re  m u ltip le  s tru c tu ra l links w h ich  co n n ect c lassro o m  
to  school, th e  n u m b er a n d  s tren g th  of th ese  links v a ry  ac ro ss  
a n d  w ith in  sch o o ls (G a m o ran  & D re eb an  1986). H ence, th e  
im p a c t a n d  influence of th e  larger o rg an isa tio n a l s tru c tu re  can  
b e  fo u n d  in  th e  c lassro o m . W h e th e r ex p re sse d  a s  a p re sc rib ed  
curricu lum , a req u ired  tex t, a te ac h e r e v a lu a tio n  sy stem  o r a n  
e n d -o f-y ea r s ta n d a rd is e d  s tu d en t-ex a m , th ese  links p lace  
c o n s tra in ts  o n  te a c h e r  au to n o m y . W hile th e  u n ce rta in tie s  
a sso c ia te d  w ith  th e  teach ing -learn ing  ta sk  call fo r a s tru c tu re
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w h ich  a llo w s fo r au to n o m y , teach e r au to n o m y  is n o t w ith o u t 
its lim its . It is a constrained  au to n o m y  (C o rw in  & E delfe l 1977, 
G a m o ra n  & D re e b a n  1986, W illo w er 1986). T he influence of the  
larger schoo l s tru c tu re  in  th e  c lassro o m  is a lw a y s  felt. H ence, 
th e  q u es tio n  is n o t: Is th e re  a re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e en  schoo l a n d  
classroom  lea rn in g  en v iro n m en ts?  T he s tru c tu re , cu ltu re , c lim ate 
a n d  le a d e rsh ip  d y n am ics  of th e  larger schoo l d o  influence the  
classroom . R ather, th e  q u es tio n  is: To w h a t ex ten t is th is  
in flu en ce  felt in  th e  classroom ?
O nce  aga in , th e  lite ra tu re  o n  schoo l o rg a n isa tio n s  p ro v id e s  
in s ig h t in to  th is  re la tio n sh ip . A s n o te d  above , teac h e r b eh av io u r 
is d e f in e d  b y  a tte m p ts  to  a d d re s s  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l challenges 
of teach ing : m a in ta in in g  c lassro o m  o rd e r  a n d  m otiv ing  s tu d e n ts  
to  learn . T he learn ing  env iro n m en t w h ich  em erges in  the  
c lassro o m  is a fu n c tio n  of th e  te a c h e r 's  e ffo rts  in  ad d re ss in g  
th ese  coun tervailing  challenges. N o t on ly  d o  th ese  challenges 
d efin e  th e  te a c h e r 's  a p p ro a c h  to  s tu d e n ts , th e y  d efin e  the  
te a c h e r 's  v iew  a n d  in te rp re ta tio n  of en v iro n m en ta l influences 
o u ts id e  th e  c lassroom . A s such , th e y  fu n c tio n  as p e rc e p tu a l 
filters w h ich  a ss is t in  id en tify in g  a n d  asse ss in g  th o se  influences 
in  th e  schoo l th a t  w o u ld  fac ilita te  o r h in d e r  th e  ab ility  of 
teach e rs  to  a d d re s s  th ese  ch a llen g es in  fu n c tio n a l w ay s.
E v idence o f th is  b eh a v io u r is seen  in  m o s t a tte m p ts  a t  
sy stem ic  reform . T eachers te n d  to  a sse ss  school-level change 
along  tw o  d im en sio n s: 1) H o w  w ill it affec t m y  ab ility  to  
m a in ta in  o rd e r  in  m y  class? (challenge 1); an d ; 2) W h a t effect 
w ill it h av e  o n  m y  ab ility  to  m o tiv a te  a n d  te ac h  s tu d e n ts  
(challenge 2)? School-level changes th a t u n d e rm in e  teach e rs ' 
ab ilitie s  to  a d d re s s  th e  challenges of teach ing  a re  ty p ica lly  
re s is ted . T his re s is tan ce  ex p la in s  in  p a r t  th e  co n se rv a tism  
ex h ib ited  b y  teac h e rs  a n d  th e  teach ing  p ro fessio n . O n  th e  o ther 
h a n d , school-level changes th a t  fac ilita te  te ac h e rs ' ab ilitie s  to  
a d d re s s  th ese  ch a llen g es  a re  o ften  em b raced .
T his governing logic can  a lso  b e  seen  in  th e  w a y  teach e rs  
d ea l w ith  o th e r school-level in fluences. A s th re sh o ld  g u a rd ia n s  
of th e  c la ssro o m  (W illo w er 1982, 1985, 1986), te ac h e rs  scan  the  
larger schoo l en v iro n m en t fo r in fluences th a t  w o u ld  h in d e r  or 
fac ilita te  effo rts  to  m an ag e  th e  challenges of teach ing . To 
m inim ise th e  effects of h in d erin g  influences, teac h e rs  em ploy  
v a rio u s  buffering  s tra teg ie s . T hese  s tra teg ie s  a llo w  teach e rs  to  
p ro te c t th e  c lassro o m  from  in fluences th a t  th re a te n  au to n o m y
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a n d  success. To ca p ita lise  o n  th e  energy  a n d  m o m en tu m  o f 
fac ilita tin g  school-level in fluences, teach e rs  em p lo y  s tra teg ie s  
th a t  a llo w  th em  to  bridge th e  c lassro o m  w ith  th e  larger 
o rg an isa tio n . In  d o in g  th is, th e  ab ility  of teach e rs  to  m an ag e  the  
cha llenges of teach in g  is en h an ced .
TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING THE SCHOOL- 
CLASSROOM RELATIONSHIP
W hile th e  co n cep ts  a n d  fram ew o rk s  d e sc rib ed  ab o v e  rep resen t 
a sam p lin g  from  th e  o rg a n isa tio n a l lite ra tu re , co llectively  th ey  
h e lp  illu m in ate  th e  sch o o l-c la ssro o m  re la tio n sh ip . T heir u se  in  
th is  co n tex t exem plifies  h o w  lite ra tu re  from  a re la ted  y e t 
in d e p e n d e n t fie ld  can  co n trib u te  to  th e  co n c ep tu a l u n p a c k in g  o f 
th is  im p o rta n t y e t u n d e rex am in ed  re la tio n sh ip . W ith  th ese  
th o u g h ts  in  m in d , sev e ra l su m m a ry  o b se rv a tio n s  a re  in  o rd er.
F irst, th e  ta sk  c la rity  o f th e  teach ing -learn ing  p ro c ess  is such  
th a t  a d e c e n tra lised  s tru c tu re  is n e e d e d  in  schoo l o rg an isa tio n s . 
T h is  d e c e n tra lisa tio n  is d ire c te d  d o w n w a rd  to  c lassro o m  u n its  
a n d  is ex p re sse d  a s  te ac h e r d ec is io n a l au to n o m y . A u to n o m y  is 
n e e d e d  for teac h e rs  to  a d d re s s  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l challenges o f 
teach ing . Yet to  sa y  th a t  teac h e r au to n o m y  is n e e d e d  d o es  n o t 
m e a n  th a t it ex is ts  in  eq u a l m easu re  ac ro ss  schoo ls. A u to n o m y  
is v a r ia b le  b o th  w ith in  a n d  ac ro ss  schoo ls o v e r tim e.
S econd , th e  learn ing  en v iro n m en ts  w h ich  em erge in  
c lassro o m s a re  a fu n c tio n  o f th e  effec tiveness w ith  w h ich  
teach ers  m an ag e  th e  co u n te rv a ilin g  cha llenges of teach ing . W hile 
teac h e rs  v a ry  in  th e ir  ab ility  to  d o  th is, th e  au to n o m y  th ey  h av e  
to  m an ag e  th ese  challenges is fa c ilita te d  o r co n s tra in e d  b y  the  
level of s tru c tu ra l c e n tra lis a tio n /d e c e n tra lis a tio n  w h ich  d efin es 
th e  school. T each ers  in  o n e  schoo l m ay  h a v e  m ore au to n o m y  to  
a d d re s s  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l ch a llen g es of te ac h in g  th a n  teach e rs  in  
a n o th e r  school.
T h ird , th e  sch o o l-c la ssro o m  re la tio n sh ip  te n d s  to  becom e 
m ore o f a n  issu e  fo r teac h e rs  u n d e r  n eg a tiv e  ra th e r  th a n  
p o s itiv e  co n d itio n s . T each ers ' a w a re n e ss  o f th is  re la tio n sh ip  is 
h e ig h ten ed  w h e n  th e y  sen se  th a t  schoo l-level s tru c tu re s  a n d  
d y n am ics  a re  h indering , res tra in in g  o r conflicting w ith  their 
w o rk  in  th e  c lassroom . To b e  su re , effective teac h e rs  a re  a d e p t  
a t  tak in g  a d v a n ta g e  o f o r b ridg ing  w ith  th e  fac ilita tin g  a s p e c ts  
of th e  larger sch o o l en v iro n m en t (th a t is, sch o o l in fluences th a t
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s u p p o r t  te a c h e rs ' ab ilitie s  to  m an ag e  c la ssro o m s effectively). 
Yet teac h e rs  a re  m ore  sen sitiv e  to  th o se  school-level d y n am ics  
th a t  h in d e r  w o rk  in  th e  c lassro o m . S ta te d  so m ew h a t 
d iffe ren tly , in d iv id u a ls  te n d  to  becom e co n sc io u s of th e  air- 
co n d itio n e r w h e n  it fa ils to  cool (negative), n o t w h e n  it is 
coo ling  p ro p e r ly  (positive).
T he n a tu ra l  re sp o n se  of teach e rs  to  th is  fa ilu re  is to  b u ffer 
th e  c lassro o m  from  su ch  influences. T he ce llu lar s tru c tu re  o f 
schoo ls a n d  th e  p h y sica l iso la tio n  of c lassro o m s a llo w  th is  to  
occur. H ow ever, buffering  h a s  its  lim its . C lassro o m s are  n o t 
d e c o u p le d  from  th e  la rger schoo l o rg an isa tio n . Though 
p h y s ica lly  d isp e rse d , th e y  are  n o t is lan d s  w ith in  th e  school. 
S tru c tu ra l a n d  a d m in is tra tiv e  m ech an ism s w h ich  a llo w  school 
le a d e rs  to  con tro l, co n stra in , co o rd in a te  a n d  fac ilita te  teach e r 
w o rk  d o  ex ist (G a m o ran  & D re eb an  1986, L og an  1990). The 
n u m b er a n d  re la tiv e  s tren g th  of th ese  m ech an ism s are  
im p o rta n t v a r iab le s  ac ro ss  schoo ls. F o r a g iven school, th is  
co n ste lla tio n  of v a ria b le s  p la y s  a n  im p o rta n t role in  the  
s tre n g th  a n d  d irec tio n  of th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip .
F o u rth , teach e rs  v a ry  in  th e ir ab ility  to  id e n tify  a n d  a sse ss  
school-level s tru c tu re s  a n d  d y n am ics  w h ich  w o u ld  h in d e r  or 
fac ilita te  w o rk  in  th e  c lassro o m . T h is ab ility  h a s  d irec t 
consequences fo r th e  specific  buffering  o r b ridg ing  s tra teg ie s  a 
g iven teac h e r em p lo y s  (o r fails to  em p lo y ). T each ers  also  v a ry  
in  th e ir ab ility  to  effec tively  b u ffe r  a n d  b rid g e  school-level 
in fluences. F or th e  teac h e r w h o  is ineffective o r u n su ccessfu l a t  
buffering , th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip  is p e rh a p s  m ore 
p ro n o u n c ed  in  a n eg a tiv e  d irec tio n . F o r th e  teac h e r w h o  is 
effective in  bridg ing , th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip  is m ore 
p ro n o u n c e d  in  a p o s itiv e  d irec tio n . T his w o u ld  suggest th a t  the  
s tren g th  of th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip  b eco m es m ore 
p ro n o u n c e d  as co n d itio n s  m ove to w a rd  ex trem e e n d s  of the  
con tinuum : as schoo l a n d  c lassro o m  in te re s ts  becom e highly 
in co n g ru en t o r as schoo l a n d  c lassro o m  in te re s ts  becom e highly 
congruen t. A n  ex trem ely  incongruen t s ta te  suggests  a negative 
sch o o l-c la ssro o m  re la tio n sh ip , a congruen t s ta te  suggests  a 
p o s itiv e  re la tio n sh ip .
A s d e sc rib ed  above , th e  sch o o l-c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip  m ay  
in  fact b e  fac ilita te d  o r su p p re s s e d  b y  sev era l fac to rs. O th e r 
o rg a n isa tio n a l v a r iab le s  co u ld  sh ed  light o n  th is  re la tio n sh ip . 
F or ex am p le , one m igh t co n sid e r th e  role th a t  o rg an isa tio n a l
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cu ltu re  a n d  so c ia lisa tio n  p la y  a s  in te rn a l gu id es to  teach er 
b eh av io u r. To w h a t  ex ten t d o es  schoo l cu ltu re  fu n c tio n  to  
d irec t, co n stra in  a n d  d efin e  teach in g  b e h a v io u r  a n d  th e  learning 
en v iro n m en t th a t em erges in  a c lassro o m ? A g ain , th ese  a n d  
o th e r o rg an isa tio n a l co n cep ts  p ro v id e  in sig h t in to  th e  school- 
c lassro o m  re la tio n sh ip . M o st h a v e  y e t to  b e  fu lly  ex p lo re d  a n d  
u tilised  b y  th e  SLE co m m u n ity .
CONCLUSION
In  sp ite  o f th e  te m p o ra ry  ebb in  m o m en tum , th e  SLE field  
re m a in s  a rich  a n d  p ro m isin g  line o f inquiry . Schools a re  a b o u t 
teach ing  a n d  learn ing . T he SLE lite ra tu re  h a s  a llo w ed  u s  to  
sy s tem a tica lly  exam ine  th ese  defin ing  o rg a n isa tio n a l ta sk s  in 
n o v e l w a y s  a n d  in  a tim e  w h e n  p u b lic  d e m a n d s  fo r ed u c a tio n a l 
p ro d u c tiv ity  a n d  acco u n tab ility  a re  o n  th e  rise. O n e  o f its  
g re a te s t s tren g th s  lies in  its  in te rn a tio n a l flav o u r. In c o n tra s t to  
o th e r cu ltu re -specific  lines o f ed u c a tio n a l inqu iry , SLE research  
h a s  a t t ra c te d  a n  in te rn a tio n a l g ro u p  o f scho lars . M an y  o f its  
co n cep ts , o p e ra tio n s  a n d  th eo rie s  h a v e  b ee n  ex am in ed  in 
m u ltip le  co u n trie s  a n d  cu ltu res. T hese  rea lisa tio n s  sp e a k  to  the  
fie ld 's  rich n ess  a n d  re levance .
A t th e  sam e tim e th e  fie ld  is n ee d  of a n  in fu s io n  o f n ew  
id eas , s tra teg ie s  a n d  th in k e rs  th a t  w ill a s s is t  in  reinvigorating  
a n d  m oving  th e  fie ld  to  a h igher level o f th eo re tica l m a tu rity . 
O n e  su ch  s tra te g y  h a s  b e e n  o ffered  in  th is  p ap e r. T he in te n t h a s  
b e e n  to  sh o w  h o w  a re la ted  y e t in d e p e n d e n t line of in q u iry  can  
b e  u s e d  to  co m p lem en t th e  w o rk  d o n e  b y  th e  SLE com m unity . 
T he co n cep ts  a n d  an a ly tic  too ls  from  th e  lite ra tu re  o n  school 
o rg an isa tio n s  p ro v id e  a n  ex am p le  o f h o w  o th e r lite ra tu re s  can  
b e  u s e d  to  co n cep tu a lly  u n p a c k  th e  sch o o l-c la ssro o m  learning 
e n v iro n m e n t re la tionsh ip .
C rea tiv ity  is a n  im p o rta n t y e t u n a d d re s s e d  skill in  the  
re search  co m m u n ity . C o n cern s w ith  th e  v a lid  a n d  re liab le  u se  o f 
th e  m e th o d s  a n d  tech n iq u es  of re sea rch  o ften  fu n c tio n  to  
d isco u ra g e  a n d  ev e n  su p p re ss  th is  c rea tiv ity . W hile su ch  th ings 
a re  im p o rta n t to  th e  re sea rch  p ro cess , th e y  can  easily  becom e 
en d s  in  th em se lv es . T he s ta te  o f affa irs  w h ic h  c u rre n tly  ex ists in 
th e  SLE co m m u n ity  is n o t a ty p ica l to  th e  ev o lu tio n  a n d  
d ev e lo p m e n t of o th e r lines of in q u iry . A n  in fu sio n  o f n ew  id e a s  
a n d  s tra teg ie s  is n e e d e d . T h is in fu sio n  re s ts  o n  th e  collective
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crea tiv ity  of th o se  w o rk in g  in  th e  SLE field . It a lso  re s ts  o n  our 
ab ility  to  a ttra c t  n ew  th in k e rs  from  o th er a re a s  of the  
ed u c a tio n a l re search  com m u n ity  to  th e  s tu d y  of learning 
env ironm en ts. It is to w a rd  th ese  e n d s  in  a n d  in  th is  sp ir it th a t  
th ese  th o u g h ts  a re  offered .
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